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Edgar Hewett, Tsianina Redfeather,
and Early-Twentieth-Century Indian Reform
CARTER JONES MEYER

During the early 1920s, when the Federal government intensified its
efforts to divest American Indians of their cultures and assimilate them
into mainstream American life, an influential group of white intellectuals, many of whom lived in the Southwest, rallied around the Indians
and began a massive nationwide campaign to save them from imminent
destruction. Based upon their highly romanticized understanding of
New Mexico's Pueblo Indians-who seemed now to bear the brunt of
the government's assimilation policy-the intellectuals believed Native
cultures possessed secrets of life that modem American culture lacked,
among them deeply rooted beliefs in community and the principle of
unity between man and nature. Reform of U.S. Indian policy seemed
imperative if these secrets were to be saved, but those persons whose
sympathies lay with Indians also believed that political reform could
not be accomplished without broader efforts to educate the American
public about the value of Indian cultures;! A campaign of this kind
would not only overturn the policy of assimilation, thus saving Indians
from certain destruction, but also provide an essential foundation for
the regeneration of an American culture that refonners believed was in
serious trouble, the result of urban-industrial development and the
attendant growth of greed and materialism.
By 1922, when JO,hn Collier emerged as the most vocal-and often
nettlesome-leader of the political crusade to save Indians, Edgar Lee
Hewett, Director of the School of American Research and the Museum
of New Mexico in Santa Fe, was assuming leadership of that campaign's cultural counterpart. Hewett, a master organizer and promoter,
Carter Jones Meyer is associate professor of history at RamapoCollege of New
Jersey.
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was as determined as Collier in publicizing the merits of Indian cultures; Largely through his efforts, Santa Fe became the center of a
revival of Indian arts during the 1920s. As much entertainment and
spectacle as education, these efforts included the restoration of the
Santa Fe Fiesta, creation of the Southwest Indian Fair for Native arts
and crafts, and, to capitalize on the vogue of Indian music then sweeping the country, the sponsorship of numerous appearances by Tsianina
Redfeather, the Cherokee-Creek singing sensation.
Tsianina's performances of compositions by Charles Wakefield
Cadman, a leading member of the "Indianist School" of composers,
lent what seemed an air of authenticity to Hewett's promotions. Hewett
believed these appearances served his larger mission to foster
"increased knowledge of the Native American race ... appreciation of
its unique culture and ... recognition of its value and rightful place in
the political, economic and cultural development of the future in
America."2 An activist and a singer, Tsianina agreed to perform at these
events for precisely the same reasons, seeing in Hewett's promotions an
opportunity not only to educate the American public about Indians but
also to convince them of the Indians' right to determine their own lives
free of Federal government interference. She was also firmly convinced
of Hewett's own commitment to the cause, claiming later in her life that
he "did not walk apart from the Indian nor look at him through the
white man's eye. He walked side by side, hand in hand, and felt the
heartbeat of his Indian friend."3
.
The sense of comradeship Tsianina saw in Hewett was not always
apparent in his early promotions of Indians. Still, it is clear that his
friendship with her and his subsequent promotion of the Indian music
she performed helped modify his views concerning contemporary
Indian cultures. He also became an early supporter ofIndians' rights for
greater autonomy and self-determination, hallmarks of Indian reform
later in the twentieth century and foundations of America's multicultural ideal.
We can trace Hewett's initial interest in Indian cultures to the
1890s, when he made periodic visits to Indian ruins in New Mexico.
Though a secondary school teacher in Colorado at this point, Hewett
dreamed of a career in archaeology, no doubt inspired by the work of
Adolph F. Bandelier, a Swiss-born ethnologist and disciple of evolu:
tionist Lewis Henry Morgan. Bandelier had only recently discovered
ancient cave dwellings at the Rito de los Frijoles (now Bandelier
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National Monument). In 1898, as president of the fledgling Normal
College at Las Vegas, New Mexico (now New Mexico Highlands
University), Hewett began conducting archaeological excavations on
the Pajarito Plateau near Santa Fe and organized the New Mexico
Archaeological Society to further interest in his work. Five years later,
he abandoned his career in college administration altogether to pursue
archaeology professionally, beginning work for the Ph.D. at the
University of Geneva and conducting research for the Archaeological
Institute of America, notably an archaeological survey that led to the
preservation of ancestral Pueblo ruins at Mesa Verde, Colorado, in
1906.
In 1907, he managed to convince the Archaeological Institute of
America to establish its American school in Santa Fe, only a short distance from some of the richest archaeological sites in the Pueblo country. Eastern university-trained archaeologists initially opposed the decision, regarding Hewett with suspicion and believing that Santa Fe was
a wasteland. Insistent lobbying at the Institute, however, enabled him to
prevail and gain needed recognition for his projects. As a reward for his
work, Hewett was appointed first director of the School of American
Research and the Museum of New Mexico, educational institutions that
were to be housed together in Santa Fe's Palace of the Governors.
R'estoration of this early-seventeenth-century structure, under Hewett's
direction, served as the cornerstone of a massive revival of PuebloSpanish-style architecture throughout the town, ultimately leading to its
reinvention for the tourist market as "The City Different."4
An important venue for the revival, and for Hewett's interest in
Indian cultures, was provided by San Diego's Panama-California
Exposition (1915-1917), where he served as director of exhibits. Under
his auspices, the fair promoted not only the agricultural and industrial
development of the Southwest-in conjunction with the opening of the
Panama Canal-but also the Spanish and Indian legacies of the region.
In keeping with this theme, exposition buildings adopted Spanish mission architecture and, in the case of the New Mexico state building, an
eclectic synthesis of Pueblo and Spanish styles patterned after the mission at Acoma Pueblo.
The architecture alone impressed visitors, but the greatest sensation
was clearly the Painted Desert exhibit, a full-scale Indian village sponsored by the Santa Fe Railroad. Drawn from different cultures in the
. Southwest, it consisted of some two hundred Indians who we~e put on
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display before tourists hungering for authentic experience. As a member of the exhibit's design team, Hewett favored a living history
approach. "Here," he explained,
the Indians are at work at their usual occupations, some making pottery, others designing silver ware, still others weaving
baskets. There are buildings showing the favorite methods of
construction of the Pueblo, Navajo and Apache Indians, and the
whole exhibit is as careful a representation of the fast disappearing culture of the American Indians as it is possible to
make. 5
The rhetoric of the "Vanishing American" Hewett employed in this
statement was typical for the time, reflecting the cultural biases of San
Diego boosters who, as "priest-civilizers," relegated Indians to a
romantic past in order that they might celebrate more comfortably the
bright promises of the Anglo future. 6 Everything about the Painted
Desert exhibit tends to support this argument; Indians became frozen in
a "primitive time" which, according to Phoebe Kropp, "consigned all
their activities to the murky depths of mytho-history and worked to
deny them a contemporary social presence."7 Indeed, the original proposal for the Painted Desert that Hewett pitched to the Santa Fe
Railway sought to capitalize on this assumption. "Now is the last time
that such an exhibition of our Indians of the Southwest can ever be
arranged," the proposal explained with no small sense of urgency.
"Only the older people remember the old life and ways, and every year
priceless information is lost as these aged persons pass away one by
one." The Santa Fe Railroad would be doing a great service, the proposal concluded, if it rescued "the customs of these Indians from oblivion" so that the public might become better acquainted with "the former life of these tribes."8
That Hewett fully endorsed the assumption of Native cultural
decline so clearly expressed in this proposal cannot be denied. An evolutionist whose ideas had been shaped by the sequential theory of social
advancement developed by Morgan and promulgated by Bandelier,
Hewett was convinced that the Indians who populated the Southwest in
the early twentieth century were decadent remnants of a once great civilization. With the widespread influence of Anglo culture, even these
remnants could not long endure. The "pure Indian types," he predicted,
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would inevitably disappear and their ceremonies disintegrate, leaving
scientists with nothing more than an archaeological record to study.9
Thus, Hewett's rather gloomy predictions for Indian tribes of the
Southwest served well the agenda of San Diego boosters who organized
the fair as a celebration of Progress. Ironically, however, even as he persisted in the use of Vanishing American rhetoric, Hewett soon began to
consider a different fate for Indians, one predicated on the recovery of
contemporary cultures rather than on their decline.
Although this transformation in his thinking was not to be fully
articulated until the early 1920s, Hewett may have been given the
opportunity to take a first step away from his evolutionist assumptions
at the exposition itself. There, he met Tsianina Redfeather, a young
Indian singer who in ) 917 was enjoying nationwide popularity as the
"Cherokee Princess."lo Born of Cherokee-Creek parentage in Indian
Territory in 1892 and educated at the federally supported Eufaula,
Oklahoma, Indian School, Tsianina early on showed promise as a musician. At the age of sixteen, she moved to Denver to study music professionally. Though initially interested in piano, she soon switched to
voice, beginning her training with John C. Wilcox, Denver's leading
voice teacher at the time.!! Wilcox, in tum, introduced Tsianina to
Charles Wakefield Cadman, the American composer whose search for
a national music had led him to read the ethnological works ofAlice C.
Fletcher and Francis La Flesche and to begin recording Native music,
elements of which he incorporated into his popular-style ballads.
Cadman was one of several American composers-among them Arthur
Farwell, Charles Sanford Skilton; and Harvey Worthington Loomiswho began experimenting with Indian melodies early in the twentieth
century. They came to be known collectively as the Indianist School,
and Cadman quickly rose to prominence among them. His lyrical,
romantic melodies appealed to audiences wherever they were performed. l2
Part of the reason for the popularity of Cadman's songs came from
their presentation. With Wilcox's encouragement, Cadman invited the
young Tsianina to interpret his Indian songs in what became a highly
successful series of lecture-performances between 1910 and 1917.
Dressed in an idealized buckskin fringe-and-bead Indian costume of
her own design, her braided hair bound by a decorative headband,
Tsianina thrilled audiences informed by romanticized notions of
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Indianness. In her own words, "the novelty of an Indian interpreter of
Indian songs created a furor."13
Press reports of the day praised her for her ability to sing the sweet
laments of a vanishing people. One critic wrote,
Tsianina has the fine, strong beauty of the aristocrats of her
race, ~ voice that is haunting, appealing-and more than anything else, Indian. Always in her tones there is a plaintive note,
the echoing faraway bird-like call of the voices ofthe primeval
forest. The Indian songs she sings proudly, tenderly, sometimes
sorrowfully, with a wistful note of pitying love for a vanishing
race.
Another writer called her "dainty" and "sweet," an Indian princess
"with a mellowy contralto voice, full of depth and feeling." 14 Emotional
renderings of songs like At Dawning (1906) and From the Land of the
Sky Blue Water (1909), the latter featuring romantic lyrics by the poet
Nelle Richmond Eberhart, helped to catapult Tsianina and her partner
Cadman to nationwide fame. ls
Given their celebrity status, it is no wonder that the two musicians
were invited to perform at the closing of the Panama-California
Exposition on 31 March 1917. Tsianina was to award prizes for best
Indian costum~, to white children who attended the fair that day.
Afterwards, Cadman and the Cherokee Princess were to perform their
Indian folksongs. 16 Hewett apparently introduced himself to Tsianina
after the awards and invited her to see some of the exhibits he supervised. Along the way, she later recalled, Hewett told her,
My mother made me promise her that when I grew to manhood, I would give all my effort towards doing something for
the American Indian that would let the world see him as he is,
and not as wild west shows, cheap fiction, and moving pictures
present him. The best we can do is save what we can of this
priceless heritage and make every effort to comprehend it.
Tsianina was pleased to hear what seemed to be genuine support
coming from a white man, especially given what she termed her
"deep-rooted aversion" to the white race, the result of a history of mistreatment, "crookedness," and factual misrepresentation in school

200

MEYER

APRIL 2000

books that put "the Indian people in a bad light." Hewett, at least initially, appeared to be of a different school of thought. As the tour continued, however, he merely reaffirmed the prevailing cultural assumptions of the day. Without much tact or sensitivity, he showed her an
exhibit of skulls, which had been assembled to, illustrate evolution's
impact on racial variation and advance the connection between biology
and race. One of the skulls was that of an American Indian. "I noticed
him looking occasionally at my head," she explained.
With no attempt at flattery, he said, "You have made so much
out of your life in so short a time, and your head is so beautifully shaped. I would consider it a great contribution to the history of your people and archaeology if you would let us have
your head when you depart for the Happy Hunting Ground." I
made no reply, but inside I didn't feel so good. He frightened
me, and I had a secret fear of having my skull on display for all
,to see. Imagine my relief when my beloved friend left for his
Happy Hunting Ground before me.
While Tsianina meant for this to be an amusing recollection of her
friendship with Hewett, it clearly reveals her dread of becoming yet
another of the white man's ethnological trophies, relegated to an exhibition case as a racial "type" with no regard for her humanity or contemporary relevance. Given the elaborate displays ofIndians as exotic
others that dominated the exposition and informed most Americans'
very superficial understanding of native cultures, this fear was not
unfounded, and in her particular case it was unwanted. "Archaeology or
no archaeology," she told herself, "no paleface is going to get my head
for any purpose."]? For his part, Hewett revealed in this incident that he
was still bound by evolutionary principles that asserted Anglo superiority and left little room 'for other races in the march of progress. The
Indians in particular were relics of prehistory who were doomed to vanish. It remained for Indians like Tsianina to convince him otherwise.
As her autobiography makes clear, Tsianina resented Americans for
what she considered a history of duplicity in Indian affairs. The U.S.
government, in particular, provoked her deepest wrath for its refusal to
extend to Indians the same freedoms granted to others in American
society. The policy of assimilation, which had guided Indian affairs
since passage of the Dawes Act in 1887, was being utilized to disman-
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tIe reservations through allotment in severalty and to divest Indians of
their tribal identities. They were to be granted citizenship at the end of
this process, with the right, at least in theory, to determine their own
lives. Many, however, were still wards of the government, their lives
and destinies controlled by what Tsianina called "an inferior class of
white men, a class of white men that were a marauding, diseased arm
of their own government." She found consolation for this mistreatment
in the words of Abraham Lincoln, the great emancipator who rebuked
Southern slave holders in declaring, "Those who would deny freedom
to others cannot long retain it for themselves."18
Apparently, Tsianina saw little difference between slave holders of
the pre-Civil War South and Bureau of Indian Affairs officials in the
early twentieth century; each worked to deny basic rights to a race they
deemed inferior. The contradiction between democratic ideals and reality in these cases was painfully clear to Tsianina, and it can be argued
that she sought to address it through her work as a singer of Cadman's
Indian songs. While she genuinely admired democracy and the ideals
upon which the United States had been founded~so clearly articulated
by individuals like Lincoln~she expressed nothing but scorn for the
politicians who claimed to be the representatives ofthe people, yet subverted democratic ideals. In the case of her own people she believed,
"The Indian Question is not complicated, the complication is in
America's leaders. Are they desirous of bringing to their offices righteous dealing for the good of their country, or for using their offices for
political gain? Past evidence appears to prove the latter," she derisivelyargued.
What Tsianina wanted was a new breed of politician who respected Indians as free citizens with the right to determine their own lives.
"To spoon-feed him like a child, to treat him as an incompetent incapable of making the slightest decision for himself, is to rob him of all
initiative and hope. The Indian is tired of being a museum piece. Let
him grow up and take his rightful place in the land of his birth." She
also hoped Americans, more generally, would exercise their right to
vote; in so doing, they must insist upon a more tolerant nation. "When
our democracy is impelled by the Spirit of God to deal honestly, justly
and fairly with our own American Indian, American Negro, American
Chinese, American Japanese and all other American citizens, we shall
have a democracy that will never die," she explained; "it will flow as a
clean, clear river to cover the earth 'as the waters cover the sea.' It
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wants no white man's medicines." Her rejection of white hegemony, so
clear in this last statement, reflects Tsianina's conception of democracy
as the collaborative work of all races, not of one alone; when this was
achieved, then "the walls of inhumanity, intrigue and dishonesty will
fall before the march of true America."19
Of primary concern to her in this new, truer America was that
Indians be recognized for the legitimacy of their cultural heritage. "We
lived in harmony with nature and we never tortured animals in the name
of art or sport," she wrote, obliquely criticizing the materialism and
anthropocentrism of white society. "The Indian worships his God every
hour, every day," she continued, shifting her criticism to the spiritual
vacuum which to her also seemed to characterize the dominant society.
"The white man worships his God one hour each week." Equally
important was her determination that the white man's ethnocentrism be
challenged. Toward this end, she reflected on her own experience as a
student at the Eufaula Indian School. "I learned in school that
Columbus discovered America. This would have been news to my
ancestors who were here thousands of years before Columbus was
born. Figure this out for yourself," she· continued. "The white man
claims he brought civilization to America. By that he means his own
civilization. "20
As an Indian, Tsianina felt an obligation to enlighten the American
public about the heritage of her people. She suggested to them an alternative conception of American history, one that acknowledged the
interplay of races and ethnic groups rather than an exclusive focus on
the Anglo march of progress. Her work as the interpreter of Cadman's
Indian songs provided her the leverage she needed to do this. Though
the songs themselves were more an expression of nineteenth-century
European romantic tradition than authentic Indian music, and
Tsianina's performance ofthem was idealized, she was able to use them
not only to establish her own celebrity in the white world but also to
gain needed attention and support of whites for fairer treatment of
Indian people;21 Chief among the whites she reached was Hewett, who
eventually came to share her views and to work toward their realization
in his own promotional campaigns of the 1920s.
Following their meeting in San Diego, Hewett invited Tsianina and
Cadman to come to Santa Fe and participate in the dedication of the
Museum of Fine Arts, scheduled for 14 November 1917. The museum
was a replica of the New Mexico state building at the Panama-California
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Exposition and represented the formalization of the architectural
revival of Santa Fe that Hew.ett had envisioned. As such, the museum
was to serve as a center for the promotion of regional arts and cultures,
though, as Chris Wilson has argued, the tendency was to emphasize
more the great tradition of European civilization-via Spanish culture-than to honor Anglo, local Hispanic, and Indian contributions
equally.22 Nevertheless, Hewett hoped to bring all cultures together in a
display of regional harmony not unlike that for which Tsianina yearned.
Representatives of the various Pueblos mingled at the dedication with
city and state officials, scientists, artists from the Taos and Santa Fe
colonies, and approximately one thousand members of the general public who packed into the museum's auditorium for the ceremony.
Tsianina and Cadman performed some of their best known songs
for them, including From the Land ofthe Sky Blue Water. She claimed
that the Indians in the audience responded to the music positively
It was revealing to observe how they received Mr. Cadman's

music, based on melodies from their own people. They nodded
their heads approvingly after each number. In this great southwest country, Mr. Cadman was truly inspired with the opportunity to present his music to the Indian himself. The people gratified his heart because they loved and felt the sincerity of this
adopted brother. 23
It is difficult to ascertain what the Indians in the audience really
thought about Cadman's music. Perhaps Tsianina, eager for acceptance
by the Pueblo people, freely imagined their approval. At the same time,
the Indians may well have been positive in their response, seeing in the
music-as idealized as it may have been-at least some recognition
from the white man of their cultural legitimacy. There is also the possibility that they felt compelled by the situation to remain quiet and not
express what they were thinking. Whatever their reaction, the dedication was deemed a success by its organizers and set the stage for future
collaborations between Hewett and Tsianina.
Beginning in 1919, Hewett embarked on his most ambitious promotion of all. In that year, he and his associates at the School of
American Research recreated the Santa Fe Fiesta, an elaborate
three-day pageant derived from celebrations dating back in Santa Fe to
1712. Processions, performances, and Indian dances were meant to
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commemorate the 1692 reconquest of the city by Don Diego de Vargas
and to celebrate, as well, the rich tricultural heritage of Santa Fe and the
Southwest. The renewed fiesta clearly reflected a national enthusiasm
for historical pageantry in early-twentieth-century America that sought
to reconcile tradition with a progressive faith in the future. 24 Hewett
wanted the Fiesta to be, first and foremost, a folk festival "that should
be a spontaneous expression of the genius and character of the races
Which had contributed to the culture ofthe Southwest, a Fiesta in which
all the people and the landscape as well would be the essential elements. "25 But it was also to be a tourist event that would fill city coffers as it educated urban Americans lured to Santa Fe by the romance
of its Spanish and Indian past, so effectively imagined in the promotional literature of the Santa Fe Railway, a key player in the city's
emerging tourist industry,26
Indians, of course, played an integral role in Fiesta from the very
beginning, reenacting major events in New Mexico's stormy history
and staging dances for the revelers who attended. More often than not,
these performances tended toward spectacle, relegating the Indians to a
distant past in much the same manner as had the Painted Desert exhibit at the Panama-California Exposition.
Hewett might have been satisfied with this form of representation,
yet it appears that he now wanted more emphasis on the contemporary
scene. His Southwest Indian Fair, an annual event begun in 1922, was
desigried to encourage traditional Indian arts and crafts through exhibitions of weaving, pottery, painting, beadwork, and jewelry. Exhibitors,
'categorized by pueblo, competed for cash prizes awarded by members
of the curatorial staff of the Museum of New Mexico. Those winning
first place received a $5 prize; second place garnered $3. The money
was meant to bolster tribal economies while ensuring the survival of
authentic Indian art. As one program explained, the Indian Fair was
critically'important by virtue of
the obvious fact that there is a danger of losing to the world the
priceless heritage of distinctive Indian art unless something is
done to keep it alive.... An endeavor is being made to secure
for the Indians a fair return for their work, to lead them to discover that their arts and handicraft are wanted, and that people
are willing to pay enough for them to make it worth while to
engage in this line of endeavor. When this is done the question
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of how to prevent these priceless arts from disappearing from
the earth, will be solved."27
For Hewett, personally, the purpose of the Indian Fair could be
reduced to a simple desire to restore self-esteem among the Pueblos.
"Nothing can contribute more promptly to that than the improvement of
their economic condition and the restoration of their intellectual freedom," he wrote, echoing Tsianina's own desire for greater freedom fo.r
Indian people. With that achieved, he argued, the future of the Pueblos
would be assured. In words of caution, however, he believed it was
important that whites not become too intimately involved in Pueblo
affairs. Beyond economic assistance, embodied in the Fair, he wanted
them left alone. As he explained, "there is a danger of 'too much white
man's medicine' in dealing with the Indian and that it is what he does
for himself that makes for his future character and progress. A sound
policy is to leave him alone in most of his personal affairs, merely giving him the opportunity to select and adapt what we have to offer under
the guidance of his own judgement."28 In addition to suggesting that
Indians had a future in America, he was now beginning to entertain the
notion of their right to self-determination, in spite of the paternalism
that marked so much of his work on their behalf.
The shift in Hewett's thinking about Indians, as hesitant and imperfect as it was in 1922, coincided with his evolving friendship with
Tsianina. Beginning in 1921, she was invited to make guest appearances at the Santa Fe Fiesta, where she performed a selection of
"Indian" songs by Cadman and others. She stayed with the Hewetts at
their home during these appearances, while other Indians, performing
in ceremonial dances, were lodged less'comfortably at such locations as
the St. Catherine's Indian School or in the Palace of the Governors,
where many of the dances took place. As she wrote to Hewett, Tsianina
did not expect special treatment while staying at his home; "just let me
be part of the family," she requested. She apparently abandoned at this
time her earlier fear of Hewett-as-Indian-skull-collector, seeing in him
now an opportunity to discuss and perhaps even promote her ideas concerning Indian rights. Indeed, in 1921, she wrote to Hewett prior to her
visit, "I shall be more than glad to have this opportunity of talking over
some plans with you that I think you will be intensely interested in."29
More than likely, Tsianina was referring to her idea, still in the
developmental stage, of creating Indian arts programs at select univer-
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sities. As she wrote to him later, in 1928, "This would be devoted
entirely to Indian arts-taught and developed by the Indian." By then,
she had plans to work with Northwestern University, and if that program succeeded, she hoped to open another program at the University
of New Mexico, where she wanted Hewett to hold a salaried position.
This was most likely a forerunner of the Foundation for American
Indian Education that she established, in partnership with the School of
American Research, in 1941.30 She hoped by these efforts to offer
Indians more opportunities to determine their own lives, free of Federal
government interference. And it is probable, that she found a sympa~
thetic ear in Hewett when she initially broached the subject in 1921,
particularly since he and his staff at the school were developing their
own plans for the Indian Fair at that time.
The shift in Hewett's thinking about contemporary Indian cultures
can also be traced to highly charged political issues that burst on the
scene in New Mexico and throughout the nation in 1922. In July of that
year, New Mexico's Republican Senator Holm O. Bursum introduced a
bill drafted by Secretary of Interior Albert B. Fall which aimed to settle an increasingly antagonistic land dispute in New Mexico between
Indians and non-Indians. The Bursum Bill, as it came to be known, proposed to officially recognize through various means the claims of nbnIndians who resided on Pueblo lands. Bursum and Fall saw this as the
most expedient way to settle land claims and diffuse potential conflicts
between racial groups, but the Indians and the white intellectuals who
supported them, including Hewett, saw it as a dangerous assault on
Pueblo culture that had to be stopped. A year later, in 1923,
Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charles Burke, a faithful servant of the
assimilation policy, began to impose severe restrictions on Indian ceremonial dances, claiming that these "useless and harmful performances"
kept natives away from their work, thus impeding assimilation itself.3 1
This challenge to the Indians' religious freedom, in combination
with the threat to Pueblo lands in the Bursum Bill, unleashed a flood of
protests from artists and writers from Santa Fe and Taos who had come
to view the Pueblos as the embodiment of an antimodernist vision that
extolled the virtues of the Indians' "primitivism."32 In an effort to save
them from the long arm of the assimilation policy and, more broadly,
from the acquisitive individualism and ethnocentrism of urban-industrial America they believed informed it, intellectuals in these communities, working with others in the urban East, launched a nationwide
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Edgar L. Hewett, San Diego, California, April 1932. Photo by Jack
Adams. Courtesy Museum of New Mexico, neg. no. 7373.
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publicity campaign. Their effect included numerous articles in leading
newspapers and magazines and guest appearances by Pueblo Indians
themselves at elite clubs like the Union League in Chicago and at such
symb.olic sites' of American capitalism as the New York Stock
Exchange. 33 These well-orchestrated salvos were meant to inform the
American public of Federal government machinations with regard to
Indians and to galvanize a call for reform. Though he took issue with
the aggressive, often autocratic tactics of John Collier, leader of this
campaign; Hewett generally supported the protection of Indian cultures
from these latest twists in Federal policy. "It is clearly our duty," he
wrote in 1923,
to do everything possible for the conservation of the native
American race. There are still among them numerous tribes not
ready for decline, and the race as a whole is proving to be one
of first importance in the human family ... it is a race of the
finest character, industrious, moral and capable of becoming' a
most valuable element in our citizenship .... From now on
there should be no division of opinion on the question of giving the Indians a square deal.3 4
Hewett escalated his own cultural campaign so that the elusive
"square deal" might be realized, and in so doing, he politicized it.
Teams of representatives from the School of American Research~ visited the Pueblos, seeking to enlist their participation in larger numbers of
dances and ceremonies now being added to the Fiesta and Indian Fair. 35
Special tours of the pueblos were arranged in conjunction with these
events. Their popularity among tourists is perhaps best measured by a
1925 article from the Santa Fe New Mexican that reported how a special trip to Santo Domingo to view the Green Com Dance led to enormous snarls of cars and trains making special stops near the pueblo.
"As usual," the article wryly commented, "the crowds piled up on the
roofs 'and under the portales until it looked as if some of the Indian
houses would collapse under the strain. "36
In order to protect ceremonies like this one from Federal government intervention, Hewett wrote personally to Charles Burke to express
his disapproval of the ban on religious dances. In a more strident attack
on Bureau of Indian Affairs policy that appeared in a 1923 article, he
wrote, "It must be remembered that the Pueblos are an ancient mature
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race. They are not infants or incompetents. Coercive authority over
them as to their religion is unwarranted under our government, a violation of our institutions, and repugnant to fair-minded men."3? Ifhe was
defending his own interests and those of Santa Fe in this statemc:nt, as
surely he was, Hewett was also beginning to defend the Indians' religious freedom. This gave his cultural campaign an important political
edge that was necessary in the larger struggle for Indian rights.
Seeking wider publicity and star appeal for his .politically charged
promotions, Hewett repeatedly called on Tsianina to perform during
Fiesta. She was only too happy to oblige, seeing in him true dedication
to the Indians' cause. "He believed in their art and the people themselves," she wrote, "and so he inspired and encouraged them to give
their best dances, to make their best jewelry to be on display around the
Plaza." Even more important, she believed Hewett "saw with an
Indian's eyes and understood with an Indian's heart," something
Tsianina had rarely seen in the white man's world. 38
In addition to her usual repertoire of Cadman songs, Tsianina sang
the lead in the 1925 premiere of The Sunset Trail, an operatic cantata
Cadman composed on the theme of the PI~ins Indians' struggles against
the reservation system. (Cadman had earlier composed an opera based
in part upon Tsianina's life. Shanewis, or The Robin Woman made its
debut at the Metropolitan Opera in 1918 and was the first American
opera successful enough to merit repeat performances the following
year.) Audiences, as usual, greeted her performances with tremendous
enthusiasm, but it is not clear whether they were responding to her
musical talent or the novelty of an Indian who could sing opera. As one
review put it, "Tsianina and Oskenonton [another classically trained
Indian who sang the baritone lead] created a sensation-the audience
leaning forward in their seats, to see better the unusual spectacle of real
Indians singing in opera." Her popularity as an Indian singer was in fact
so beneficial to Santa Fe's tourist industry that a writer for the New
Mexican openly wondered, "Now if there were just some way ofinducing Tsianina to remain in Santa Fe."39
While she catered to audiences that were obviously hungry for
romantic displays of Indianness, Tsianina seems not to have forgotten
the Indian people themselves who often attended Fiesta. In one
instance, for example, she performed an evening program of songs for
her largely white audience assembled in a grandstand erected on the
plaza specifically for the event. When the program concluded and the
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(Left to right) Howard (last name unknown), Tsianina, and Edgar L.
Hewett; ca. 1944. Courtesy Museum of New Mexico, neg. no. 7377. The photograph is inscribed "Merry Christmas 1944. Tsianina to Dr. Hewett."

crowd cheered her for an encore, she consciously turned her back to the
grandstand and began to sing to the Indian people who had gathered in
the shadows of the Palace of the Governors to watch. "A more dramatic picture could not be imagined," one observer wrote. "There was no
mistaking the fact that the Indian princess was giving her best to her
people, and that she was unconsciously receiving inspiration from
them."40 Despite the orientation of the event toward whites, this brief
moment of communication indicates that the Indians still managed to
forge their own bonds of identity.
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It may well be that instances like this, contextualizedwithin the
political struggle for Indian rights then taking place, led Hewett to
question by the mid-I920s the ethnocentrism that characterized modem
American society and, though he would not admit it, so much of his
earlier work as an interpreter of Indian cultures. In a revealing article
he wrote for the Fiesta program, first in 1925 and then again as a shorter version in 1926, he stated,

we of the white race have been so long dominant that we have
accustomed ourselves to look upon every people less advanced
than ourselves in material agencies, as an "inferior" race, forgetting that it takes several factors to constitute a fully developed, civilized people, and that in some respects the peoples
whom we have called primitive, or savage, or uncivilized, have
been far in advance of ourselves.
Praising the Indians for their aesthetic and spiritual development in
a manner reflective of the highly romanticized depictions of Pueblo life
offered by the artists and writers who surrounded him in Santa Fe and
Taos, Hewett went on to criticize the lack of such development in Anglo
civilization and to suggest that whites must now abandon their ethnocentrism and begin to understand Indians on their own terms. "The time
has come," he wrote, "when intelligent people honestly desire to understand every species of humanity, and to appreciate the fact that simply
being different does not necessarily mean inferiority." The purpose of
Fiesta was thus to bring about a "true interpretation of the Indian" that
not only included an appreciation of "his special abilities" but also recognized his place in history.41
As an extension of this new thinking, and in response to the growing popularity of the Indian-oriented events of Fiesta, in which Tsianina
figured so prominently, Hewett in 1925 proposed the construction of an
Indian Theater in Santa Fe. "The Indian deserves an establishment in
which to give expression to his unique abilities," he argued, "a place
where he can meet the public, as the artist and teacher that he is fully
capable of being." Citing Cadman and other white interpreters ofIndian
cultures, he suggested that the time had come for Indians to express
their own cultural viewpoint.
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At Santa Fe we conceive it to be our part to subordinate our
interpretations for the present while assisting the Indian to
present his own achievements in his own way, in music, painting, decoration, handicraft, and ceremony to a public that now
seems eager to leam, but which is still uninformed. We are trying to find out to what extent the Indian can be his own interpreter. 42
From one perspective, this statement seems a tremendous leap for
a man who had built his career as an interpreter ofIndians, putting them
on display for the American public as living relics of an ancient past. To
some extent, through these exhibitions, Hewett had denied them a present and future. But he also realized, particularly in the 1920s, that
Indians could be valuable assets to contemporary American society, and
their cultures must be saved. The implicit conflict of these two positions was a hallmark of his promotional efforts during this time. Yet,
when he proposed an Indian Theater for Santa Fe, it appears that he
may have resolved the conflict, at least momentarily. Casting aside his
own role as interpreter of Indian cultures, he now suggested that
Indians themselves determine their own artistic path. As he went on,
however, slipping back into his more familiar paternalism, it was still
not clear in his mind that Indians could do this. Yet he was willing to
explore the possibility-no small matter in the often xenophobic 1920s.
While it is clear that the uproar over Indian policy in 1922 and, 1923
influenced Hewett's thinking about contemporary Indian cultures, and
that he was influenced to some degree as well by the romanticized
interpretations of the Pueblos offered by the artists and writers of Taos
and Santa Fe, it is also important to consider the influence of the'
Indians themselves on his thinking, particularly Tsianina. Her renown
as a Native entertainer made it possible for her to become an advocate
of note for Indian rights, but given the fact that this was still the era of
assimilation, she needed a powerful broker in the white world who
could help promote her ideas regarding autonomy and self-determination. In Hewett, she found such a broker. '
, Although others might argue that she was a willing partner in the
cultural appropriations of Cadman's "Indian" music, and that this compromised her activism, Hewett did not view her participation as such. It
is clear that she did not either. Tsianina seemed an authentic native
voice to him, and her popularity as a singer, in combination with her
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well-defined political posltlOn on the rights of American Indians,
helped to convince him that they must be given their own voice, both
culturally and politically. This was a critically important step to take in
an era marked by numerous social and political restrictions, not only for
Indians but also for most other racial minorities living in the United
States. In doing so, Hewett articulated in broad outline both the terms
of Indian reform to come and the multicultural ideal that would serve
as its foundation.
This is perhaps nowhere better seen than in Hewett's address to the
public at the dedication of the Indian Theater in 1926. "We ask you to
remember the lesson we have learned," he said, "that a people, to live
in mutual respect and helpfulness, do not have to be of one blood or one
language or one faith, but simply one in the spirit of tolerance and fairness and righteous dealing one with another."43 The Indian Theater, he
hoped, would be an important first step in achieving this ideal.
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